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1
COMPOSITIONS AND METHODS USEFUL
FOR IONIC LIQUID TREATMENT OF
BIOMASS

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority as a divisional application
to U.S. patent application Ser. No. 12/895,771, filed Sep. 30,
2010, which claims priority to U.S. Provisional Patent Appli-
cation Ser. No. 61/247,477, filed Sep. 30, 2009, which is
hereby incorporated by reference.

STATEMENT OF GOVERNMENTAL SUPPORT

The invention was made with government support under
Contract Nos. DE-AC02-05CH11231 and DE-AC04-
94 A1.85000 awarded by the U.S. Department of Energy. The
government has certain rights in the invention.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is in the field of pretreatment of
biomass using ionic liquid.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Biomass pretreatment for conversion to sugars remains one
of'the most challenging obstacles to the design of'an economi-
cally viable bi-refinery for biofuel production. Several pre-
treatments and biomass fractionation technologies exist or
are under consideration. A promising new candidate technol-
ogy for biomass fractionation is ionic liquid (IL) pretreat-
ment. In the IL pretreatment process, biomass is dissolved in
an IL and carbohydrates, such as hemicellulose and cellulose,
are precipitated on the addition of an anti-solvent, such as
water. The regenerated cellulose possesses an amorphous
structure that is especially amendable to enzymatic sacchari-
fication and may contain little or no inhibitory components
for subsequent processing to a biofuel.

The most common approach to recover the ionic liquid is to
simply distill off solvents (including water) that dilute ionic
liquids or are formed as byproducts of reactions carried out in
ionic liquids. While this is a simple and effective approach, it
is also very energy intensive, especially when low concentra-
tions of ionic liquid are encountered, or when the processing
scale becomes large. Currently, there is nothing in the litera-
ture indicating any IL recovery approach involving solvents
other than removal by distillation/evaporation except in the
few cases where reactants or products are miscible in a sec-
ond, immiscible liquid added for the purpose of reactant,
product, or IL recovery.

The use of hydrocarbon solvents in ionic-liquid processing
of cellulose is generally not emphasized in the literature
because they are not as ‘green’ and approach as could be
desired. All literature references I am familiar with describe
ionic liquid recovery in terms of distilling off the precipitating
solvent. No mention anywhere is made of the difficulty of
recycling ionic liquid from the more dilute solutions resulting
from ‘wash’ steps or other procedures designed to recover the
relatively expensive ionic liquid from the inexpensive prod-
uct stream.

Currently, different precipitating agents are used, but all
involve the formation of a gel phase at low precipitating
solvent concentrations and high cellulose or biomass solute
concentrations. This is usually compensated for by increasing
the amount of precipitating solvent used, but there are process
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costs associated with this additional solvent, and these can be
minimized by working in the narrow phase region that we
have discovered. We believe that the solvent mixture that we
have found results in the minimum amount of precipitating
solvent and a maximum quantity of dissolved cellulose or
biomass to be used in a process, and is clearly superior to use
of a single solvent or mixture outside of the specific compo-
sition range described below.

There is no generally known method of extracting lignin
and sugars from ionic liquids used in ionic liquid biomass
pretreatment. For some other processes, there have been
ionic-liquid immiscible solvents found where the partitioning
coefficients of the desired solutes are appropriate for liquid-
liquid extraction. In some other chemical processes a product
may be removed thermally (as a vapor) or can undergo a
chemical reaction to form a solid product. However, none of
these approaches is applicable to ILs that are useful solvents
for biomass.

The present invention overcomes these issues.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention provides for novel compositions and
methods for recycling or recovering ionic liquid used in I,
pretreated cellulose and/or lignocellulosic biomass (LBM).

The present invention provides for a composition formed
from contacting (a) a first solution comprising a water-mis-
cible ionic liquid (IL), a polar-aprotic solvent, optionally a
weak hydrogen bonding solvent, and optionally a biomass,
lignin, or cellulose; and (b) a polar-protic solvent; wherein the
composition comprises (i) first liquid phase and (ii) a solid or
second liquid phase.

The present invention provides for a method comprising
one or more of the steps described in Example 1 herein.

The present invention also provides for a composition
comprising an IL, a ketone, an alcohol, and optionally a solid
biomass or cellulose, wherein the ratio of the IL:ketone:alco-
hol is as defined with the area labeled “Porous Solid+Liquid”
in FIG. 3. In some embodiments, the alcohol can be partially,
or optionally wholly if not water) replaced by any other
polar-protic solvent, including but not limited to partial
replacement with water. In some embodiments, 95% v/v etha-
nol can be used, and so long as the sum of moles of alcohol
and water falls within the range of “Porous Solid+Liquid”
defined in FIG. 3 then the solution is effective. Practically,
light alcohols will likely be used for biomass pretreatment
because of their low cost, but for other applications other
proton-donor solvents (such as weak organic acids) can also
be used in the process.

The present invention also provides for a method compris-
ing one or more of the steps described in Example 2 herein.
The method comprises: contacting or mixing (i) a first solu-
tion comprising a ionic liquid (IL) and a biomass or a cellu-
lose, and (ii) a second solution comprising a ketone and an
alcohol solution to form a third solution, wherein the biomass
or cellulose precipitates or becomes solid and the third solu-
tion does not form a gel or have a viscous intermediate phase.
The second solution is a precipitating solution. The third
solution is a precipitating mixture. In some embodiments, the
method further comprises: separating the solid biomass or
cellulose from the liquid portion of the third solution.

The present invention further provides for a system com-
prising a ketone, an alcohol, an ionic liquid (IL), and water,
which makes use of the phase splitting capability of the sys-
tem. The system will phase split with or without solutes.
Solutes will modify the behavior, and may be used advanta-
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geously for solute fractionation, but even a pure IL/ketone/
alcohol/water system will phase split in the right proportions.

The present invention further provides for a method com-
prising one or more of the steps described in Example 3
herein.

The present invention further provides for a method com-
prising one or more of the steps described in Example 4
herein.

The present invention provides for a composition compris-
ing a ketone (such as acetone), a suitable alcohol (such as
ethanol), precipitated cellulose and/or lignocellulosic biom-
ass (LBM), and an ionic liquid (IL), wherein there is no
formation of an intermediate gel phase.

The present invention also provides for a method of recy-
cling ionic liquid (IL) in a pretreatment process, comprising:
(a) providing a first solution comprising cellulose and/or
LBM, an IL, a ketone and an alcohol in a molar ratio defined
herein such that the cellulose and/or LBM are solid or pre-
cipitated, (b) washing the second solution with an alcohol
wash to produce a solid portion and a liquid portion, wherein
the solid portion comprises the precipitated cellulose and/or
LBM, (c) separating the solid portion and the liquid portion,
(d) adding a Cascade Wash B, comprising 2-propanol, to the
liquid portion, (e) distilling the liquid porton to remove at
least a portion of the ketone and the 2-propanol, (f) adding
acetone to the remaining liquid from step (e) to form a first
extract, (g) adding a mixture of a ketone and 2-propanol to
form a second extract, (h) extracting the IL in the first and
second extracts, and (i) extracting lignin from the remainder
of the remaining after the removal of the first and second
extracts. Particular embodiments of this method are described
in Example 4 and FIG. 14.

The ketone can be extracted from the liquid portion of step
(c) through distilling the liquid portion. The alcohol can be
extracted from the solid portion of step (c) through drying the
solid or precipitates and collecting the evaporated alcohol.

The suitable composition range for solvents that will pre-
cipitate cellulose and/or LBM can be expressed as a molar
ratio X:Y:Z::ketone (such as acetone):alcohol (such as etha-
nol}:IL. (such as [C2mim][OAc]), with about X>3,
0.8<Y<1.2, and Z=1 for normalization. In some embodi-
ments, the molar ratio is about 3.3=X<8, Y~1, and Z=1 as
before. In some embodiments, the molar ratio is about
4=<X=<6,Y=1, and Z=1. In a particular embodiment, the solu-
tion or composition capable of precipitating cellulose and/or
LBM (such as from an about 15 weight-% cellulose solution
in [C2mim][OAc] using a mixture of acetone and methanol)
comprises a molar ratio about X=3.3, Y=1, and Z=1. The
precipitate produced is solid or powdery and can be separated
by filtration.

The invention also provides for any of the novel solutions
and/or mixtures described herein.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The foregoing aspects and others will be readily appreci-
ated by the skilled artisan from the following description of
illustrative embodiments when read in conjunction with the
accompanying drawings.

FIG. 1 shows replacement and phase separation of a polar
aprotic IL solvent with a second moiety with stronger hydro-
gen bond donor characteristics.

FIG. 2 shows a scheme for solvent displacement/phase
switching. “a” is a water-miscible IL that optionally contains
a small quantity of hydrogen-bond forming substances. “b” is
a polar aprotic solvent that optionally also contains a small
quantity of hydrogen-bond forming substances. “c” is the
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4

single phase solution formed from the combining of “a” and
“b”. “d” is a polar-protic solvent (such as water, an amine, a
hydroxyl-containing substance, or a mixture thereof). “e” is a
two-phase liquid mixture. “f” and “g” the liquid phases sepa-
rated from “e” by decantation or any other means.

FIG. 3 shows the B+W plots of phase diagrams for the
ethanol/acetone/EMIM Acetate/cellulose system. The area
one should operate is designated as the “porous solid+liquid”
region wherein a biomass precipitating solvent that does not
form a gel phase.

FIG. 4 shows the forms observed for the various solutions
tested.

FIG. 5 shows a scheme for a precipitating agent mixture for
recovering dry, amorphous, high surface area biomass from
IL solutions without formation of a gel-phase intermediate
“a” is an IL solution of cellulose biomass. “b” is a ketone
portion of precipitating solvent. “c” is a alcohol portion of
precipitating solvent. “d” is precipitated cellulose or biomass
in IL/ketone/ethanol mixture. “e” is a liquid II./ketone/alco-
hol fluid obtained from a liquid-solid separation process. “f”
is wet solid that may be extracted, washed or any means
processed to remove the remaining IL. and then, optionally,
dried.

FIG. 6 shows the phase splitting of relatively pure IL/ke-
tone/alcohol system on addition of hydrogen bond donor
solvent such as water.

FIG. 7 shows the phase splitting of relatively pure IL/ke-
tone/alcohol system with high solute content on addition of
hydrogen bond donor solvent such as water.

FIG. 8 shows the steps for an IL recovery process. “a” is a
solution of biomass or cellulose in an IL. “b” is a precipitating
solvent. “c” is a precipitated biomass produced by mixing “a”
and “b” together. “d” is a liquid/solid separating system. “e”
is a mixture of wash solvent and solids separated from “c” by
processing in “d”. “e” is a mixture of wash solvent and solids
separated from “c” by processing “d”. “f” is a wash solvent.
“g” is a combination of precipitating solvent and wash sol-
vents. “h” is a liquid/solid separation system. “i” is a solid
product. “j” is a polar-protic phase-splitting solvent. “k” is a
two-liquid phase solution produced by the addition of “j” to
“g”. “1” is a light (less dense, usually, rather than “light”
depending on the ketone) fraction from the two phase system
in “k”. “m” is the heavy (more dense usually, but depends on
solute and ketone used) fraction from the two phase system in
“k”. “n” is an alcohol or hydrogen-bonding solvent that
causes a second liquid phase to form in the presence of solutes
dissolved in “m”, “0” is two liquid phases produced by the
mixing of “m” and “n”. “p” is the light (less dense) fraction
from “0”. “q” is the light (less dense) fraction from “0”. “r”is
the recovered IL obtained from “p” by evaporating or distill-
ing off solvents at atmospheric or reduced pressure. “s” is a
precipitating solvent. “t” is a solid/liquid two phase mixture
produced by mixing “s” and “q”. “u” is a solid/liquid separa-
tion system. “v” is a relatively pure IL dissolved in alcohol
and some water. “w” is a solid recovered second product.

FIG. 9 shows a fractionation process for the light fraction
recovered from “k” in FIG. 8. “L” is the light fraction from
two phase mixture “k”. “y” is the heating of “L” at atmo-
spheric or reduced pressure to remove light ketones and leave
a mixture of IL. and hydrophobic substances. “z” is a polar
protic precipitating solvent, such as water. “aa” is a solid/
liquid two phase system formed by mixing “y” and “z”. “bb”
is a liquid/solid separation system. “cc” is a solid hydropho-
bic product. “dd” is a IL/precipitating solvent mixture. “ec” is
a recovered pure IL.. Hydrophobic substances can also be
extracted by liquid-liquid extraction using a non-polar sol-

vent and extracting “y” directly.
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FIG. 10 shows the steps for two IL recovery processes.
Panel A shows the steps as indicated in FIG. 8. Panel B shows
an alternate method where a low boiling point alcohol and
high boiling point ketone are used.

FIG. 11 shows the two-dimensional heteronuclear single
quantum correlation nuclear magnetic resonance (HSQC
NMR) spectra of compounds separated using the methods
described herein.

FIG. 12 shows a simplified diagram of an ionic liquid
pretreatment process. The ionic liquid reclamation step is one
of the most difficult and least studied aspects of this process.

FIG. 13 shows the physical characteristics of cellulose
precipitated from IL solutions as a function of solvent com-
position and quantity. Precipitated cellulose has the following
characteristics: (a) compact solid+liquid; (b) gel phase
present; (c) single liquid phase; (d) semi-solid or mixture of
solid and viscous liquid; (e) two liquid phases; (f) loose
solid+liquid. Precipitation in region (f) is desirable to avoid
gel formation, for efficient mixing and liquid/solid separa-
tions, and for producing material with rapid enzymatic
hydrolysis rates. [C2mim] [OAc] is the ionic liquid 1-ethyl-
3-methylimidazolium acetate. Plot axis have units of mole
fraction. Markers correspond to individual experiments;
regions are estimated from data and are drawn as a guide only.

FIG. 14 shows the proposed ionic liquid (IL) pretreatment
system with gel-free biomass precipitation and recovery of
solutes from used IL. Extractant A is dry acetone. Extractant
B is a mixture of acetone and 2-propanol with variable com-
position (see Example 4). S=Solid, L=Liquid. Recovered IL,
can be reused in this process without further purification.

FIG. 15 shows the "H NMR spectra of the IL 1-ethyl-3-
methylimidazolium acetate prior to use (dashed) and after
recycling as described in the text (solid). The primary impu-
rity of the recycled IL is water. Many of the minor impurities
present in the unused IL. are removed in the recycling process.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

Before the invention is described in detail, it is to be under-
stood that, unless otherwise indicated, this invention is not
limited to particular sequences, expression vectors, enzymes,
host microorganisms, or processes, as such may vary. Itis also
to be understood that the terminology used herein is for pur-
poses of describing particular embodiments only, and is not
intended to be limiting.

As used in the specification and the appended claims, the
singular forms “a,” “an,” and “the” include plural referents
unless the context clearly dictates otherwise. Thus, for
example, reference to an “IL.” includes a single IL. compound
as well as a plurality of IL. compounds, either the same (e.g.,
the same molecule) or different.

In this specification and in the claims that follow, reference
will be made to a number of terms that shall be defined to have
the following meanings:

The terms “optional” or “optionally” as used herein mean
that the subsequently described feature or structure may or
may not be present, or that the subsequently described event
or circumstance may or may not occur, and that the descrip-
tion includes instances where a particular feature or structure
is present and instances where the feature or structure is
absent, or instances where the event or circumstance occurs
and instances where it does not.

The present invention provides for a composition formed
from contacting (a) a first solution comprising a water-mis-
cible ionic liquid (IL), a polar-aprotic solvent, optionally a
weak hydrogen bonding solvent, and optionally a biomass,
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lignin, or cellulose; and (b) a polar-protic solvent; wherein the
composition comprises (i) first liquid phase and (ii) a solid or
second liquid phase.

The present invention provides for a method comprising
one or more of the steps described in Example 1 herein.

The present invention also provides for a composition
comprising an IL, a ketone, an alcohol, and optionally a solid
biomass or cellulose, wherein the ratio of the IL:ketone:alco-
hol is as defined with the area labeled “Porous Solid+Liquid”
in FIG. 3.

The present invention also provides for a method compris-
ing one or more of the steps described in Example 2 herein.
The method comprises: contacting or mixing (i) a first solu-
tion comprising a ionic liquid (IL) and a biomass or a cellu-
lose, and (ii) a second solution comprising a ketone and an
alcohol solution to form a third solution, wherein the biomass
or cellulose precipitates or becomes solid and the third solu-
tion does not form a gel or have a viscous intermediate phase.
The second solution is a precipitating solution. The third
solution is a precipitating mixture. In some embodiments, the
method further comprises: separating the solid biomass or
cellulose from the liquid portion of the third solution.

The present invention further provides for a system com-
prising a ketone, an alcohol, an ionic liquid (IL), and water,
which makes use of the phase splitting capability of the sys-
tem in the presence or absence of substantial quantities of
solutes.

The present invention further provides for a method com-
prising one or more of the steps described in Example 3
herein.

In some embodiments of the invention, the ketone is
acetone, dimethyl ketone, methyl-ethyl ketone, diethyl
ketone, or the like, or a mixture thereof. In some embodi-
ments, the alcohol is methanol, ethanol, propanol, butanol, or
the like, or a mixture thereof.

In some embodiments, the IL is any suitable IL, or a mix-
ture thereof, described herein. Suitable IL. are taught in
ChemFiles (2006) 6(9) (which are commercially available
from Sigma-Aldrich; Milwaukee, Wis.). Such suitable IL
include, 1-alkyl-3-alkylimidazolium alkanate, 1-alkyl-3-
alkylimidazolium alkylsulfate, 1-alkyl-3-alkylimidazolium
methylsulfonate, 1-alkyl-3-alkylimidazolium hydrogensul-
fate, 1-alkyl-3-alkylimidazolium thiocyanate, and 1-alkyl-3-
alkylimidazolium halide, wherein an “alkyl” is an alkyl group
comprising from 1 to 10 carbon atoms, and an “alkanate” is an
alkanate comprising from 1 to 10 carbon atoms. In some
embodiments, the “alkyl” is an alkyl group comprising from
1 to 4 carbon atoms. In some embodiments, the “alkyl” is a
methyl group, ethyl group or butyl group. In some embodi-
ments, the “alkanate” is an alkanate comprising from 1 to 4
carbon atoms. In some embodiments, the “alkanate” is an
acetate. In some embodiments, the halide is chloride.

Suitable IL include, but are limited to, 1-ethyl-3-meth-
ylimidazolium acetate (EMIN Acetate), 1-ethyl-3-meth-
ylimidazolium chloride (EMIN Cl), 1-ethyl-3-methylimida-
zolium hydrogensulfate (EMIM HOSO,), 1-ethyl-3-
methylimidazolium methylsulfate (EMIM MeOSO,),
1-ethyl-3-methylimidazolium ethylsulfate (EMIM EtOSOj;),
1-ethyl-3-methylimidazolium methanesulfonate (EMIM
MeSQ,), 1-ethyl-3-methylimidazolium tetrachloroaluminate
(EMIM AICl,), 1-ethyl-3-methylimidazolium thiocyanate
(EMIM SCN), 1-butyl-3-methylimidazolium acetate (BMIM
Acetate), 1-butyl-3-methylimidazolium chloride (BMIM
Cl), 1-butyl-3-methylimidazolium hydrogensulfate (BMIM
HOSO;), 1-butyl-3-methylimidazolium methanesulfonate
(BMIM MeSO;), 1-butyl-3-methylimidazolium methylsul-
fate (BMIM MeOSQO,), 1-butyl-3-methylimidazolium tetra-
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chloroaluminate (BMIM AICl,), 1-butyl-3-methylimidazo-
lium  thiocyanate (BMIM SCN), 1-ethyl-2,3-

dimethylimidazolium ethylsulfate (EDIM EtOSO;), Tris(2-
hydroxyethyl)methylammonium methylsulfate (MTEOA
MeOSO;), 1-methylimidazolium chloride (MIM Cl), 1-me-
thylimidazolium hydrogensulfate (MIM HOSO,), 1,2,4-tri-
methylpyrazolium methylsulfate, tributylmethylammonium
methylsulfate, choline acetate, choline salicylate, and the
like. Further ILs are taught in U.S. Pat. No. 6,177,575, herein
incorporated by reference. Suitable ILs also include, but is not
limited to, carboxylate anions of all types, such as lactate,
maleate, and other organic acids with or without additional
hydroxyl groups at different positions within the anion, and
di-alkylphosphates, such as dimethylphosphate, diethylphos-
phates, or mono- or di-alkyl phosphate anions with or without
the same groups, i.e. methyl-ethyl-phosphate (phosphonate)
anions.

In the methods described herein any separating of a solid
and a liquid can comprise filtrating, decantation, centrifugat-
ing, or the like, or a combination thereof.

In some embodiments of the invention, the biomass is a
cellulose biomass, hemicellulose biomass, ligno-cellulose
biomass, or a mixture thereof.

The invention also provides for any of the novel solutions
and/or mixtures described herein.

In some embodiments of the invention, the biomass is a
cellulose biomass, hemicellulose biomass, ligno-cellulose
biomass, or a mixture thereof. The biomass can be an
untreated or treated biomass.

Applications

The present invention can be used any chemical, pharma-
ceutical, biofuel, or other industrial application that either is
or is considering using ILs as part of their process, such as
research, commercial manufacturing, and perhaps even large
scale processing of commodity materials and fuel. The pro-
cess is of significant interest in biomass processing or biofu-
els and other biomaterials, paper recycling and pulp process-
ing for paper manufacturing.

This technology can be used for the fractionation and puri-
fication of ILs and solutes dissolved in ILs. The most obvious
application is in the separation and recovery of IL, lignin, and
sugars dissolved in ILs as part of an II. biomass pretreatment
process. There are many industrial and specialty chemical
processes that are taking advantage of ILs and where product
separation and isolation would benefit from the idea
described in this disclosure.

It is to be understood that, while the invention has been
described in conjunction with the preferred specific embodi-
ments thereof, the foregoing description is intended to illus-
trate and not limit the scope of the invention. Other aspects,
advantages, and modifications within the scope of the inven-
tion will be apparent to those skilled in the art to which the
invention pertains.

All patents, patent applications, and publications men-
tioned herein are hereby incorporated by reference in their
entireties.

The invention having been described, the following
examples are offered to illustrate the subject invention by way
of illustration, not by way of limitation.

EXAMPLE 1

Solvent Displacement Reactions with Hydrogen
Bond Donors Solvents as a Means of IL. Recovery or
Separation from Miscible Solvents

The basic concept is that a mixture of at least two compo-
nents, a hydrophilic ionic liquid, and a polar-aprotic solvent
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(other species may be present), can phase separate into at least
two liquid phases or a liquid and solid phase on addition of'a
hydrogen-bonding solvent. Additional materials present in
solution (added intentionally or desirable or undesirable
products) can modify this phase separation behavior in a
predictable and useful way. One application of this invention
is the concentration and recovery of ionic liquid from a mix-
ture of ionic liquid, alcohol, and a ketone used for precipitat-
ing and washing cellulose or biomass from a biomass pre-
treatment process and for the recovery of lignin dissolved in
an ionic liquid. Because other species present in solution
partition differently into the two different phases produced by
the addition of a hydrogen-bonding solvent, this reaction can
be used for purification or fractionation of mixtures dissolved
in an ionic liquid or ionic liquid mixture. Additionally, the
reaction that produces the second phase is sensitive to the
strength of the alcohol, ketone, or other co-solvent interaction
with the ionic liquid cation or anion and can therefore be used
to concentrate or separate mutually miscible ionic liquids
from each other. This approach could be applied to the frac-
tionation, concentration, or separation of materials with dif-
ferent solubility in different but miscible ionic liquids.

The method provides a new pathway for separating mis-
cible compounds, including miscible 1Ls) with low vapor
pressure from an IL.. The method comprises concentrating
and separating an I, from a larger quantity of miscible sol-
vent without resorting to distilling off the solvent. This
method can also be used to fractionate mixtures of ILs with-
out using column chromatography, or repeat liquid-liquid
extraction steps, or forming an intermediate product that
could be used to recover the IL. chemically.

It was not obvious what the solvent coordination behavior
for ionic liquid cations or anions would look like, or that the
replacement of a solvation shell of one chemical species with
another in an ionic liquid would comprise advantageous lig-
uid-liquid phase behavior. For the system described herein
(IL, such as EMIM Acetate, Acetone, Water, Ethanol), the
extremely large impact of very small quantities of water
masked the real behavior because of the natural tendency of
all these non-aqueous solvents to absorb water from the ambi-
ent atmosphere.

FIG. 1 shows replacement and phase separation of a polar
aprotic IL solvent with a second moiety with stronger hydro-
gen bond donor characteristics.

FIG. 2 shows a scheme for solvent displacement/phase
switching. “a” is a water-miscible IL. Experiments are per-
formed with EMIM Acetate but the method can be applied to
any IL. The IL. maybe at an intermediate or end of a synthesis,
fractionation, absorption, other any other chemical process.
IL may comprise of a mixture of more than one miscible ILs.
11 may contain one or more solutes, reaction products, co-
solvents, or other dissolved species.

“b” is a polar aprotic solvent that optionally contains a
small quantity of hydrogen-bond forming substances.
Experiments are performed using acetone and acetone/ketone
mixtures. Methyl-ethyl ketone, other alcohols and other
ketones, carbonyl-group containing substances, amines, and
other materials can also be used. The addition of a weak
hydrogen-bond donating solvent to “b” can be desirable or
necessary to form a single phase solution at “c”. Such
example include alcohols, weak acids, and other amine or
hydroxyl-containing species that are poorly ionized at the
conditions present in the solution. The polar aprotic solvent
chosen, and the species and quantity of hydrogen-bonding
solutions can be routinely determined through the use of
ternary and quaternary phase diagrams. The polar aprotic
solvent forms a coordination complex with the IL cation and
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the polar aprotic solvent should be chosen with a size and
dipole properties that permit this to happen. The weak hydro-
gen-bond donor acts as a co-solvent for the polar-aprotic
solvent, the IL., and any hydrogen-bond donating solutes or
water present in the IL. Alcohol can be the weak hydrogen-
bond donor, wherein a single phase solution can be main-
tained in the presence of increasing levels of strong hydrogen-
bond donors (such as water) by increasing the concentration
of alcohol.

“c” is the single phase solution formed from the combining
of “a” and “b”. Depending on the process, precipitation of a
solute originally present in “a” may form, and can be sepa-
rated by a solid-liquid separation process (such as filtration,
centrifugation, and the like). For cellulose or biomass dis-
solved in EMIM Acetate, the precipitation of cellulose-rich
material occurs at this stage of processing and can be removed
by filtration, decantation, centrifugation, or the like.

“d” is a polar-protic solvent (such as water, an amine, a
hydroxyl-containing substance, or a mixture thereof). Water
may be the most desirable and optimum material for this
stage. The molar quantity necessary depends on the cation,
anion, and whether it is water or other protic solvent used. For
water in EMIM Acetate it is about 6 moles water/mole IL. For
different ILs the ratio can be determined by routine methods
taught in the present application. Smaller or larger quantities
can be used to fractionate solutes, concentrate, or separate
miscible ILs, etc. In some embodiments, for maximum sepa-
ration, sufficient water is necessary to form a complete hydra-
tion shell around the cation and anion; the precise amount
varies with different cations and anions.

“e” is a two-phase liquid mixture. Additional solutes may
precipitate in either phase at this process stage and be sepa-
rated by solid-liquid separation. Liquid phases can be sepa-
rated by decantation or other means. Solutes dissolved in “c”
partition according to their solubility in the two liquid phases.
For pure simple systems, the quantity of liquid in each phase
is very sensitive to the quantity of polar protic solvent “d”
added when near its phase separation concentration. For sys-
tems with considerable dissolved solutes, the sensitivity to
quantity of protic solvent “d” added to form a second liquid
phase maybe much less than in pure simple system. This can
be used to selectively precipitate, or fractionate, liquid phases
with variable concentrations or species of solute. This process
can be used concentrate lignin dissolved in an 1L, and also to
isolate breakdown products of the IL. “f” and “g” the liquid
phases separated from “e” by decantation or any other means.

EXAMPLE 2

Recovery of Dry, Amorphous, High Surface Area
Biomass from a IL Solution without Formation of
Gel-Phase Intermediate

For ionic liquid solutions containing dissolved cellulose or
biomass, the addition of a mixture of a ketone and an alcohol
in the right proportion will cause the precipitation of a cellu-
lose or cellulose-rich biomass material without forming an
intermediate gel or otherwise highly viscous intermediate
phase and will form a precipitate that has a high surface area,
is easy to filter, and has low tendency to form aggregates. The
quantity of ketone used is determined by the number of sol-
vent molecules in the inner solvation shell of the ionic liquid
cation. For the ionic liquid 1-ethyl-3-methyl imidazolium
acetate, and probably all N,N'-alkyl imidazolium based ionic
liquids, greater than 3 moles/mole of ketone per IL cation is
required. An optimum quantity is from 3 to 4 moles ketone/
mole ionic liquid cation. An alcohol added to a concentration
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01 0.9-1.0 moles/mole IL cation must also be included in the
mixture. For 0.9-1.0 mole of alcohol, some fraction could be
water so long as the sum of the moles of alcohol and the moles
of water is about 0.9-1.0. For pure cellulose dissolved in ILs
the desirable quantity of alcohol is close to 1.0 mole/mole.
For biomass with significant quantities of lignin dissolved in
an IL the quantity may be slightly less. The ketone/alcohol
mixture can be created prior to the addition of IL/cellulose
solution, or the ketone may be added to the IL solution,
followed by the alcohol. The alcohol should not be added
first, or at higher concentrations than ~1 mole/mole IL cation
or a gel phase will result. The strength of the gel phase is
proportional to the quantity and degree of polymerization of
the dissolved cellulose and lignin in the IL.. Suitable ketones
are acetone, methyl-ethyl ketone, pentanone, cyclopen-
tanone, and other substances that do not include an adjacent
nitrogen atom near the keto-functional group or that contain a
—OH (hydroxyl) group on the molecule. Suitable alcohols
are methanol, ethanol, propanol, butanol, and the like. There
may exist a molecule with both ketone and alcohol function-
alities that can be partially or completely substituted for some
or all of the alcohol and some of the ketone.

Moderately increasing the alcohol content leads to the
formation of a gel phase that complicates liquid-solid sepa-
ration processes. Greatly increasing alcohol content or add-
ing another hydrogen bond donor solvent such as water such
that the sum of moles of hydrogen bond donor solvents
greatly exceeds 1.0 mole/mole ionic liquid may eventually
eliminate the gel phase, but will not prevent the gel phase
from forming during the addition process. It is usually desir-
able, especially for processing biomass, to minimize the
amount of precipitating solvent used. Adding less that the
specified amount of alcohol described here leads to either a
sticky semi-solid precipitate that is difficult to filter, the for-
mation of two liquid phases, or no precipitation of cellulose
and lignin dissolved in the ionic liquid. Adding less than ~3
moles ketone/mole IL cation results in either no precipitation
of cellulose or biomass or the formation of a gel phase
depending on the quantity of alcohol added.

This method allows I, biomass processing at higher bio-
mass loadings than were previously possible while still pro-
ducing a highly porous, high surface area product. At high
biomass or cellulose loadings, the gel phase that occurs dur-
ing addition of a hydrogen bond-donating solvent (such as an
alcohol or water) can be much more “solid” or require much
higher levels of energy for mixing than either the initial ionic
liquid/biomass solution or the two-phase mixture that results
after precipitation. The stiffness of gels at biomass loadings
higher than about 5% make the mixing of precipitating sol-
vent extremely difficult and typically generates a stringy, low
porosity product material when dried. Using water as an
anti-solvent results in a product that cannot be dried without
an additional solvent exchange step or a hard, plastic-like
material results with low accessible surface area and poor
enzymatic digestibility. Within a specific range of composi-
tion, an ethanol/acetone mixture results in a porous, easy to
filter, low density solid that dries to a high surface area floc or
powder. Even with very high cellulose loadings (such as 15%
w/w cellulose in the IL ethylmethyl imidazolium acetate)
addition of this solvent mixture produces a precipitate that is
mechanically weak and easily dispersed in a wash solvent for
ionic liquid extraction or drying.

The method has the following advantages: precipitating
cellulose or biomass from an ionic liquid solution without
encountering an intermediate gel phase greatly simplifies
processing hardware required, requires less mixing time,
requires less mixing energy, and produces a more desirable
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product (with respect to surface area) than results from the use
of a single precipitating agent or mixture different from the
one described here.

FIG. 3 shows the B+W plots of phase diagrams for the
ethanol/acetone/EMIM Acetate/cellulose system. The area
one should operate is designated as the “porous solid+liquid”
region wherein a biomass precipitating solvent that does not
form a gel phase.

FIG. 4 shows the forms observed for the various solutions
tested.

FIG. 5 shows a scheme for a precipitating agent mixture for
recovering dry, amorphous, high surface area biomass from
IL solutions without formation of a gel-phase intermediate

[Tt}

a” is an IL solution of cellulose biomass. “a” can be 1-25%
w/w. In some embodiments, “a” is 5-15% w/w. “b”’ is a ketone
portion of precipitating solvent, such as acetone, methyl ethyl
ketone, or the like. The ketone can be more than 3 moles
ketones/mole IL cation. In some embodiments, the ketone is
from 3 to 4 moles ketones/mole IL cation. “c” is an alcohol
portion of precipitating solvent, such as methanol or ethanol.
In some embodiments, the alcohol is from 0.8 to 1.1 mole
alcohol/mole IL cation, or from 0.9 to 1.0 mole alcohol/mole
IL cation. “d” is precipitated cellulose or biomass in IL./ke-
tone/ethanol mixture. The precipitating material is formed by
thoroughly mixing the system on addition of ketone and
alcohol and is easily dispersed, mechanically weak porous
solid or a floc or slurry depending on the original cellulose or
biomass concentration in the IL. “e” is a liquid IL/ketone/
alcohol fluid obtained from a liquid-solid separation process,
such as filtration sedimentation, decantation, centrifugation,
or the like. “f” is wet solid that may be extracted, washed or
any means processed to remove the remaining IL.. On drying,
and if limited or no exposure to water has occurred, the dry
solid has a high porosity and can exist as a powder or porous
friable solid when dried.

EXAMPLE 3

Recovery of Dry, Amorphous, High Surface Area
Biomass from Il Solutions without Formation of
Gel-Phase Intermediate

Describe herein is the phase-splitting behavior of hydro-
philic ionic liquid/ketone mixtures on exposure to small
quantities of hydrogen-bonding solvents such as water. In this
example, this phenomenon is extended and apply it to sepa-
ration of solutes such as biomass dissolved in ILs. Described
herein is the phase splitting behavior of ketone-alcohol-ionic
liquid-water system in the presence of substantial quantities
of'solutes. The solutes and controlled addition of weak hydro-
gen bonding solvents such as alcohols and organic acids
modify the phase splitting reaction by making it much less
sensitive to water addition, and by concentrating solutes in
one of the newly produced liquid phases. By careful stepwise
addition of phase-splitting solvent, different fractions of a
second liquid phase can be produced, and the solutes in the
original system fractionate into these different fractions
based on their relative partitioning to the more or less hydro-
philic liquid phase. An example of this behavior is provided:
dissolving corn stover, a potential source of cellulosic biom-
ass for fuel production, in an II. and generating three different
product fractions: a bulk fraction that contains most of the
biomass cellulose and high molecular weight lignins, a
smaller fraction that has a relatively high content of water-
soluble sugars, other carbohydrates, and lignin; and a third
fraction containing hydrophobic substances such as, lipids,
long chain alcohols, waxes, and other materials commonly
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referred to as “extractables”. After separating these three
fractions, the IL recovered is shown to be of a relatively high
purity and suitable for re-use.

This invention provides a method of fractionating, concen-
trating, and for some cases isolating solutes and impurities
dissolved in an ionic liquid. Various methods of chromatog-
raphy may be able to accomplish many of the same results as
the method described here, but only at great difficulty and
expenditure of time and energy. The process is the only prac-
tical, scalable method for fractionating materials with a high
affinity for the ionic liquid solvent. It may also be possible to
separate miscible ionic liquids with this technique, even if
they share the same counterion. This separation would be
difficult or impossible using conventional techniques.

FIG. 6 shows the phase splitting of relatively pure IL/ke-
tone/alcohol system on addition of hydrogen bond donor
solvent such as water. In a system comprising hydrophilic IL.
(such as EMIM Acetate), a ketone, and water or other strong
hydrogen bond donor/acceptor, there exists a sharp phase
transition boundary at a critical water concentration, C, above
which the single phase liquid solution splits into two immis-
cible phases and separate on standing. For light ketones, such
as acetone, the IL-rich layer is denser and collects as a bottom
layer. The solubility of atleast one IL,, such as EMIM Acetate,
has a low solubility (less than 5% w/w) in the upper ketone
layer, and that substantially all of the water is present in the
lower IL-rich phase for water concentrations near the critical
concentration. At the critical concentration of added water the
ratio of the two liquid phases increases very sharply on addi-
tion of HBD (hydrogen-bond-donor) solvent. The amount of
second phase produced (X %) is dependent on the ketone
used, the IL. used, and whether water or a different hydrogen
bonding solvent is used.

FIG. 7 shows the phase splitting of relatively pure IL/ke-
tone/alcohol system with high solute content on addition of
hydrogen bond donor solvent such as water. When solutes are
present in the same system as described for FIG. 6, the phase-
switching behavior of the system is modified. The quantity of
a second phase generated becomes less sensitive to the con-
centration of water or other hydrogen-bonding solvent. This
allows some flexibility and control in the intentional genera-
tion of the phase splitting process. It is found that solutes
preferentially segregate to one of the two generated phases,
and the concentration of solutes within a generated phase can
greatly exceed the original concentration of solutes in the
original single phase solution. As such, it is found that a
method of separating and concentration solutes by control of
phase splitting behavior by addition of small quantities of
water or other hydrogen bonding solvent.

In particular, it is found that the addition of a small amount
of water to an acetone-EMIM Acetate mixture that contains
both hydrophilic solutes derived from biomass (sugar and
sugar oligomers and lignin) and hydrophobic solutes (hydro-
phobic plant extracts) can be separated and concentrated from
their original mixed solution by careful control of solution
water content or acetone/water ratio. This method works with
additional ketones, such as methyl-ethyl ketone, diethyl
ketone, cyclopentanone, cyclohexanone, and the like. Alco-
hols and other weak hydrogen bond donors, such as acetic
acid, modify the behavior of the system by increasing the
critical concentration of water necessary for phase splitting to
occur and by changing the solvent properties of the liquid
phases after phase splitting occurs. This allows additional fine
control over the phase splitting and solute partitioning as may
be desired. NMR analysis has confirmed that carbohydrate-
rich and hydrophilic solutes and lignin separate out with the
first generation of an IL-rich liquid phase, and with an excess
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addition of water to the solution mixture, hydrophobic sub-
stances that include aromatic and aliphatic compounds seg-
regate to the ketone-rich/IL. and water poor phase. The
remaining I that can be collected between these fractions
contains only low levels of additional compounds, but even
these could be concentrated and recovered by removing sol-
ute-rich phases as they are generated in as many fractions as
desired. Thus, a method of selectively concentrating and frac-
tionating solutes from a homogenous I solution.

FIG. 8 shows the steps for an IL recovery process. “a” is a
solution of biomass or cellulose in an IL. “a” can be 1-35%
w/w. In some embodiments, “a” is 5- 15% wiw. “D” is a
precipitating solvent. The mixture of ketone and an alcohol is
a desirable precipitating solvent that bypasses the formation
of'a gel-phase during biomass recovery and can be processed
into a dry, high surface area product with desirable enzymatic
hydrolysis characteristics. In some embodiments, this solu-
tion has a composition of about 1 mole-equivalent 1L, 3-4
mole equivalent ketone, and 0.8-1.0 equivalent of'an alcohol.
“c”isa prec1p1tated biomass produced by mixing “a” and “b”
together. “d” is a liquid/solid separating system. “e” is a
mixture of wash solvent and solids separated from “c” by
processing in “d”. “e” is a mixture of wash solvent and solids
separated from “c” by processing “d”. “f” is a wash solvent.
This solvent or solvent mixture can be the same as the pre-
cipitating agent “b”. A particularly useful solvent mixture is
the azeotrope formed between acetone and methanol at atmo-
spheric pressure (~12% w/w methanol in acetone). This mix-
ture has a low boiling point and sufficient alcohol to handle
moderate water absorption without the formation of a second
liquid phase. “g” is a combination of precipitating solvent and
wash solvents. Combination of these two solvent is not nec-
essary, but offers the advantages for IL recovery if the wash
solvent is the same or similar to the precipitating solvent. “h”
isa liquid/ solid separation system. “i” is a solid product. This
is the primary process product (most the weight of biomass
ends up in this fraction). The process of “f” to “h”, washing
and liquid/solid separation can be repeated as many times as
needed for recovery of IL. “§” is a polar-protic phase-splitting
solvent. Water and other solvents are suitable solvents for this
application. “k” is a two-liquid phase solution produced by
the addition of “j” to “g”. For a pure ketone-IL. mixture, as
little as 0.5% w/w may induce phase separation. Greater
quantities of alcohols or some other weak hydrogen bonding
solvents, such as acetic acid, increase the amount of water or
other phase-splitting solvent required. “1” is a light (less
dense) fraction from the two phase system in “k”. When using
light ketones, such as acetone, methyl-ethyl ketone, or the
like, this phase has a high relative concentration of hydropho-
bic compounds, such as lipids, waxes, long-chain alcohols,
and the like. Increasing the amount of hydrophilic solvent “”
increases the separation efficiency of these hydrophobic com-
pounds to “I”. “m™ is the heavy fraction from the two phase
system in “k”. The process of phase-splitting solvent “j”” and
separation to “k” and “1” can be repeated by utilizing small
quantities for “4” and thereby obtaining multiple different
fractions “L1", “L2"”, “L3", “m1™, “m2"”, “m3"”, etc. For
light ketones, “m” contains most ofthe I[. and nearly all of the
dissolved hydrophilic materials, such as carbohydrates and
ligmn originally in “a”. “n” is an alcohol or hydrogen-bond-
ing solvent that causes a second liquid phase to form. For
some ILs, this solvent may be the same as both the precipi-
tating agent “b” and the wash solvent “t”. With most of the
ketone removed in fraction “1”, there is a higher ratio of
alcohol to IL formed even when “n” is a mixture of ketone and
alcohol. The higher alcohol content can be adjusted to com-
pensate for the water or other solvent 4 added previously,
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and control of the relative water/alcohol ratio allows addi-
tional liquid/liquid fractionation to occur if’ desired “0”istwo
liquid phases produced by the mixing of “m” and “n”. “p” is
the light fraction from “0”. For light ketones, this contains
substantially pure IL. dissolved in alcohol and ketone. Water
content is low. “q” is the light fraction from “0”. “r” is the
recovered 1L obtained from “p” by evaporating or d1stilling
off solvents at atmospheric or reduced pressure. “s” is a
precipitating solvent. Alcohols such as methanol or ethanol
work well to precipitate carbohydrates because they have low
carbohydrate solubility and are miscible with ILs. “t” is a
solid/liquid two phase mixture produced by mixing “s” and
“q”. “u” is a solid/liquid separation system. “v”isa relatively
pure IL dissolved in alcohol and some water. This liquid can
be combined with “p” and recycled in the process. “w” is a
solid recovered second product. The product is similar to “1”
but may contain lower molecular weight carbohydrates,
soluble tannins, lignin, I[.-carbohydrate complexes, and the
like.

FIG. 9 shows a fraction process for the light fraction recov-
ered from “k” in FIG. 8. “L” is the light fraction from two
phase mixture “k”. “y” is the heating of “L.”” at atmospheric or
reduced pressure to remove light ketones and leave a mixture
of IL, and hydrophobic substances. “z” is a polar protic pre-
cipitating solvent, such as water. “aa” is a solid/liquid two
phase system formed by mixing “y” and “z”. “bb” is a liquid/
solid separation system. “cc” is a solid hydrophobic product.
When the biomass is derived from corn stover, this fraction is
atan, greasy solid. On melting it becomes a transparent brown
sticky solid. “dd” is a IL/precipitating solvent mixture. “ee” is
a recovered pure IL.

FIG. 10 shows the steps for two IL recovery processes.
Panel A shows the steps as indicated in FIG. 8: a hydrogen-
bonding phase splitting solvent, such as water is added to
alcohol/ketone/Il mixture to induce phase splitting and sepa-
ration. Panel B shows an alternate method where a low boil-
ing point alcohol and high boiling point ketone are used for
solutions “b” and/or “f” such as pentanone, or hexanone. On
heating the mixture “g” at atmospheric or reduced pressure,
the alcohol is removed first, resulting in the formation of two
liquid phases. Fractionation of the mixture in “g” can be
performed by regulating the amount of alcohol removed and
therefore the amount of second liquid phase produced. This
alternative method has the advantage of not requiring the
addition of a polar protic solvent that is difficult to remove
from the IL.

FIG. 11 shows the two-dimensional heteronuclear single
quantum correlation nuclear magnetic resonance (HSQC
NMR) spectra of compound separated using the methods
described herein. Panel a) shows the spectra for hydrophobic
extract. This material is separated from IL used for processing
corn stover and is the equivalent to “cc” in FIG. 9. Panel b)
shows the spectra for water soluble hydrophilic extract. This
is material separated from IL. used to process corn stover and
is equivalent to “w” in FIG. 8. Panel c) shows the spectra for
1L after removal of hydrophilic and hydrophobic fractions “a”
and “b”. This is material is equivalent to “r” in FIG. 8 after
passing it through the hydrophilic extraction procedure
described in FIG. 9. There are very few chemical linkages
(only 2 identified) present that are not present in the original
IL. Panel d) shows the spectra for a sample of the purest
available grade of IL used for this test processing (EMIM
Acetate). Based on the NMR spectra, the IL. recovered after
processing biomass and processed with the methods
described herein has the same or less impurities than unused
1L, although the color was darker for the used and recovered
material.
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EXAMPLE 4

Ionic Liquid Pretreatment with Gel-Free
Precipitation and IL. Recycling Utilizing a
Phase-Switchable Solvent system

The development of new sources of domestic, renewable,
and carbon neutral liquid fuels is generally regarded as an
urgent priority driven by multiple factors. Petroleum supplies
are not increasing as fast as desirable, suggesting that higher
costs for petroleum-derived products are likely in the future.
Environmental concerns over continued fossil carbon emis-
sions are driving a search for carbon-neutral energy sources.
The high reliance of developed countries on imported petro-
leum impacts economic and political security on a global
basis. One of the few options available for addressing these
concerns is cellulosic biofuels’. Lignocellulosic biomass
(LBM) is potentially available domestically in large quanti-
ties?, and can be converted to biofuels in production processes
that are (near) carbon neutral®, and at costs competitive with
petroleum®. Unfortunately, liquid fuel production from LBM
currently requires expensive processing and additional tech-
nological developments are necessary for realization of bio-
fuel production at volumes that impact current petroleum
consumption significantly.

In the biochemical conversion of lignocellulosic biomass
to fuels, the process of pretreatment is one of the most difficult
and expensive operations. The use of ionic liquids (ILs), low
melting point organic salts with novel solvent properties, in
biomass pretreatment has received considerable attention
recently because of their effectiveness at decreasing biomass
recalcitrance to enzymatic hydrolysis and their potential for
decreasing the need for corrosive or toxic chemicals and
associated waste streams that can be generated by other pre-
treatment methods. In this article, we address two significant
challenges to the realization of a practical 1L, pretreatment
process. First, we describe a mixture containing specific pro-
portions of a ketone and an alcohol that precipitates cellulose
and lignocellulosic biomass from IL solutions without the
formation of intermediate gel phases. Second, an IL. recycling
process is described for the recovery and fractionation of
lignin and most residual IL solutes that minimizes energy and
solvent use. These two techniques are demonstrated by the
pretreatment of 100 g of corn stover and the recovery 1L and
separate fractions rich in glucans, xylans, lignin, and non-
polar substances.

The development of new sources of domestic, renewable,
and carbon neutral liquid fuels is generally regarded as an
urgent priority driven by multiple factors. Petroleum supplies
are not increasing as fast as desirable, suggesting that higher
costs for petroleum-derived products are likely in the future.
Environmental concerns over continued fossil carbon emis-
sions are driving a search for carbon-neutral energy sources.
The high reliance of developed countries on imported petro-
leum impacts economic and political security on a global
basis. One of the few options available for addressing these
concerns is cellulosic biofuels’. Lignocellulosic biomass
(LBM) is potentially available domestically in large quanti-
ties?, and can be converted to biofuels in production processes
that are (near) carbon neutral®, and at costs competitive with
petroleum®. Unfortunately, liquid fuel production from LBM
currently requires expensive processing and additional tech-
nological developments are necessary for realization of bio-
fuel production at volumes that impact current petroleum
consumption significantly.

In the process of transforming L.BM into simple carbohy-
drates suitable for microbial fermentation to fuel or other
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chemicals, the operation of pretreatment that increases LBM
susceptibility to enzymatic hydrolysis is perhaps the most
difficult and expensive’®. Several technologies for pretreating
LBM have been investigated and described in various review
articles®'°. A relatively new technology for pretreating LBM
involves ionic liquids (ILs); molten salts composed of organic
cations or anions with low melting points and unusual solvent
properties'* 13,

IL pretreatment has been shown to reduce the crystallinity,
hemicellulose and lignin content of LBM and increase its
surface area, enzymatic hydrolysis kinetics, and yield of fer-
mentable sugars.”*'® IL pretreatment occurs at moderate
temperature and ambient pressure and has been shown to
result in low rates of carbohydrate degradation.'**° Certain
ILs have been demonstrated to completely dissolve
wood, ! 7:18-21-23 aoricultural byproducts such as straw,**
potential biofuel crops such as switchgrass,'®'” and other
biopolymers.>>>® While investigators have proposed in situ
hydrolysis of carbohydrate oligomers to monomers while
dissolved in an IL with enzymes,* or acid catalysts,*® or
catalytic conversion of the carbohydrate components of LBM
directly to potential fuel candidates,>'> a more typically
described process involves a separate enzymatic conversion
step following an IL pretreatment process as shown in FIG.
12.

In a typical IL pretreatment process, the ionic liquid and
milled or ground, dried LBM are mixed and heated until some
or all of the LBM has dissolved. Both water content and
particle size of the initial LBM are important parameters, as
water dramatically reduces the solubility of most LBM com-
ponents in ILs, and dissolution rate and extent is increased
with decreased LBM particle size.?**> A precipitating agent,
typically water or an alcohol'>~17-2%-2* is added to precipitate
a fraction of the dissolved LBM, rich in glucan relative to the
starting material. The precipitated glucan-rich product is
washed to remove excess I, and the combined precipitation
and wash liquids are processed to recover the IL for recycling
back into the process.

Recycling the IL and the efficient recovery and removal of
residual LBM solutes in the used IL is a key step in an I,
pretreatment process, and yet is one of the least described in
the literature. With the expectation that ITs will be much more
expensive than other materials involved in LBM pretreatment
processing, recovery operations must have high yield and
recycle the 1L multiple times if the process is to become
economically viable.'>??23* The recycling process should
remove I solutes that degrade process efficacy and be as
simple and inexpensive as possible, requiring a minimum of
additional or non-recycled reagents and cannot result in sig-
nificant IL. degradation. However, the separation of a mixture
of carbohydrates, non-polar substances, low molecular
weight lignin fragments, and other biomass components from
ILs used for biomass pretreatment is a recognized chal-
lenge'*'%2223 that is in many ways more difficult than the
precipitation of high molecular weight cellulose, xylans, and
lignin because of intrinsically higher solubilities that accom-
pany reduced molecular weight of these solutes. If water is
used as the precipitation or wash solvent, then the situation is
even more challenging because of the high solubility of
monomer and small oligimer carbohydrates in water. The 1L,
recycling process is further challenged if acids or other
homogenous catalysts are used in the IL for carbohydrate
depolymerization or conversion of LBM carbohydrates
directly to fuel molecules.

A few solutions to the problem of IL recycling have been
proposed in the literature. Some of the lignin that remains in
the IL can be precipitated by the addition of an acid or evapo-
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ration of a water+acetone mixture containing the used IL.*®
Liquid phase separations are among the lower cost and com-
plexity options, and a few biphasic IL. systems have been
proposed. Concentrated salts*>~% for example can induce
phase separation in aqueous IL. solutions, but may not be
selective enough for practical applications.'* Phenylboronic
acid and other boronates have been shown to form extractable
complexes with carbohydrates from IL-water solutions.>’
Polar solvents such as acetonitrile or dichloromethane;'* non-
polar solvents such as ether,*® and ethyl acetate,® and poly-
mers such as polyethylene glycol**! form immiscible
phases with polar ILs and can be used to extract or separate
some biomass components from IL solutions. Depending on
the type and concentration of biomass solutes remaining after
these procedures, IL have in some instances been recycled
multiple times.**°**> However, all of the proposed methods
present challenges when considered as part of a practical,
large-scale biomass pretreatment process because of high
cost, complexity, excessive solvent requirements, or limited
effectiveness at removing sufficient solutes for IL recycling
while maintaining nearly complete recovery of the process
L.

Most reports in the literature on IL pretreatment utilize low
substrate  loadings of 3-5% (w/w) Dbiomass in
IL1#-16-1821,23,243842 and large quantities of precipitating
solvent (i.e. 10:1 v/v precipitation solvent to IL).*® A practical
1L pretreatment process must maximize the substrate concen-
tration and throughput, and utilize a minimum quantity of
precipitation and wash solvents while still recovering a very
large majority of the IL. used for processing. However, at high
substrate loadings IL. solutions of LBM can have very high
viscosities, and precipitation of LBM from an IL solution
with water or alcohols can result in gel phases that greatly
complicate physical separation of precipitated solutes from
the IL. The formation of these gel-phases occurs with water or
alcohols at LBM loadings as low as 3 wt % and has several
consequences. Mixing gel phases, which can be quite stiff
mechanically relative to the already very viscous IL solution,
can be very difficult, even in the presence of an excess solvent.
If the gel phase is not completely dispersed in additional
solvent, the quantity of IL entrained in the solid glucan-rich
precipitate can be high, resulting in loss of the expensive 1L
and potentially increased toxicity to downstream process
organisms.

In this article we describe two advances facilitating the
practical realization of an IL. LBM pretreatment process: the
elimination of gel phases during precipitation of a glucan-rich
biomass fraction, and the extraction and recovery of residual
IL solutes that leaves the IL with sufficient purity for recy-
cling back into the process in high yield. Both of these pro-
cesses utilize only acetone and light alcohols, facilitating
their integration into a complete process with low energy
requirements.

We describe a precipitation solvent mixture that precipi-
tates cellulose or LBM from an IL without the formation of
gel phases, at biomass concentrations up to at least 10%
(w/w). Relative to water or neat alcohols, the solvent mixtures
we describe reduces the quantity of solvent required for pre-
cipitation, requires less energy to separate from the ionic
liquid, and eliminates higher viscosity transition periods dur-
ing precipitation of glucan-rich biomass product fractions.
Elimination of gel-phase intermediates also has the benefit of
reducing the amount of IL. entrained in precipitated solids,
and its associated impact on down-stream processes and IL.
make-up expense.

We utilize a similar solvent system for recycling the IL by
removing residual solutes that would otherwise accumulate
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during process cycles. The solvent system, containing
acetone, 2-propanol, and a small amount of water, forms a
switchable, biphasic liquid process that concentrates and pro-
vides a means to separate oleophillic solutes, short chain
carbohydrates, and lignin fragments from used ionic liquid in
a two stage extraction procedure. The process is demon-
strated by pretreating corn stover at the 100 g scale, at 10%
(w/w) loading in IL, recovering the IL. with low residual
solute levels, and by characterizing the mass balances, recov-
ered products, saccharificaton performance, and residual IL.
in the glucan-rich product fraction.

Results and Discussion

Gel-Free Cellulose and Biomass Precipitation

The formation of gel phases by the precipitation of dis-
solved cellulose or biomass has been reported in several con-
texts.***> Preventing gel formation during LBM pretreat-
ment is desirable because it decreases the energy and
mechanical torque requirements for mixing and the difficulty
of separating IL from solid products. While investigating the
formation of gel phases from IL solutions as a function of
precipitation solvent, we found that it was possible to regen-
erate cellulose without forming gel-phase intermediates if the
precipitation solvent was a mixture of a ketone and alcohol
within a specific composition range. FIG. 13 is a plot of the
physical characteristics of cellulose precipitated from a 3.7%
solution in [C2mim][OAc] as a function of precipitation sol-
vent composition and concentration for mixtures of ethanol
and acetone.

At high ethanol concentrations encompassed by region (a)
in FIG. 13, precipitated cellulose is dense and mechanically
tough. When using neat alcohols or water as precipitation
solvents, mixing must be very rapid to avoid the formation of
barrier films of precipitated cellulose between precipitation
solvent and unprecipitated cellulose solution. To transition
from an IL rich solution to the mixture ofliquid and solid seen
in region (a), the solution must pass through compositions
within region (b) and form a gel phase. Alternatively, utilizing
a precipitation solvent rich in acetone, but also containing
some ethanol, the transition from IL rich solution to precipi-
tated solids and free liquid can avoid formation of gel phases
by passing through region (c), a single phase liquid, directly
into region (f). Solids precipitated in region (f) appear porous
and are mechanically very weak, facilitating mixing and rapid
filtration during later washing operations utilizing either fil-
tration or centrifugation. If too little alcohol is present in the
precipitation mixture, (region (d)), the precipitated material is
a semi-solid, or a mixture of solids and viscous liquid. Pure
acetone or acetone with very low concentrations of alcohol
(region (e)) do not appear to be effective at precipitating
cellulose from [C2mim][OAc] solutions in our experiments
and form a second liquid phase.

The useful composition range for solvents that will pre-
cipitate cellulose with the desirable characteristics found in
region (f), can be expressed as a molar ratio X:Y:Z::Acetone:
Ethanol:[C2mim][OAc], with X>3, 0.8<Y<1.2, and Z=1 for
normalization. In practice, inhomogeneities during mixing,
high viscosities of both the IL solution and the slurry of
precipitated materials, and minimizing solvent use to allow
increases in process scale restrict the useful composition
range of the precipitation solvent to approximately 3.3=X<S8,
Y=1, and Z=1 as before. In our 1-liter experiments with
moderate cellulose and biomass IL concentrations in
[C2mim][OAc] of 8-15%, 4=X<6, Y=1, and Z=1 produces
very good results and manageable viscosities. This was dem-
onstrated precipitating cellulose from a 15 weight-% cellu-
lose solution in [C2mim] [OAc] using a mixture of acetone
and methanol with X=3.3, Y=1, and Z=1 to produce a pow-
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dery precipitate, that could be separated by filtration in less
than 5 minutes. This precipitation solvent volume was
approximately 1.7 times that of the IL solution, considerably
less than the 3x-10x IL volume of precipitation solvent typi-
cally reported in the literature.'%'®* No gel phases formed
during precipitation.

In FIG. 13 it can be seen that the minimum solvent con-
centration that precipitates cellulose is approximately the
same in regions (a) and (f). However, the practical difficulties
of mixing and dispersing gel phases into enough solvent to
maximize liquid/solid separation in region (a) limit the mini-
mum volume ratio of alcohol to IL, solution to higher values
than for region (f) unless cellulose solutions in IL, are dilute
and mixing of precipitation solvent and IL solution is very
rapid.

It is easier to see gel formation in the precipitation of pure
cellulose from an IL solution than for LBM such as CS,
possibly because of the presence of lignin. However, the
difficulty of completely separating liquid and solids when gel
phases are present also impacts the efficient separation of I,
from precipitated solids. The previously mentioned potential
for neat alcohols and water to form barrier films around
IL-rich regions of cellulose during precipitation also contrib-
ute to an increase in 1L content. Unfortunately, I content in
pretreated biomass is not usually reported in the literature,
and may not be recognized as significant until the pretreated
materials are utilized as a biological growth medium or an
effort is made to reduce precipitation and wash solvent quan-
tities used during processing. For the development of a prac-
tical LBM pretreatment process, reducing the residual 1L
content in pretreated products by avoiding formation of gel
phases and through washing or some other method is impor-
tant because of the high cost of ILs and their potential for
reducing hydrolysis or fermentation yields. In our experi-
ments with CS, we were able to avoid the formation of gel
phases during precipitation through the use of ketone and
alcohol compositions bound by region (f) of FIG. 13, and
found that with sufficient washing IL. content could be
reduced to less than 0.2%. However, the large quantities of
liquids used for washing present challenges for IL recycling
and suggest that optimization of this step is needed, prefer-
ably in a process that does not include water as a component.
Recovery of IL. Solutes

Hydrophillic ILs interact strongly with water, and this
interaction can be used to drive separation processes. The
strong interaction of water with ILs is primarily governed by
the IL anion*®*” and decrease the IL polarity.*** The inter-
action strength of [C2mim] [OAc] with water is quite strong,
as indicated by a report>® of 11 KJ/mole being necessary to
remove the most tightly bound water and the formation of a
[C2mim][OAc].12H,0 complex. Several studies suggest uti-
lizing this strong interaction for the separation of water and
alcohol mixtures and the elimination of azeotropes.>!~* We
propose utilizing the strong interaction of water and other
hydrogen bond donor solvents with hydrophilic ILs to drive
phase separation and biomass fractionation as shown in FI1G.
14.

There are four basic operations in our proposed IL recy-
cling process depicted in FIG. 14. They are: A) distillation of
the combined precipitation and wash solvents, B) extraction
of non-polar substances from the IL., C) concentration of IL,
solutes by the extraction of IL. and water, and D) precipitation
and reduction of I content in the recovered solutes by wash-
ing. The separate products of the final three operations are
then ‘dried’ by thermal removal of undesired water or sol-
vents. A key aspect of this process is the adjustable solubility
of [C2mim][OAc] in acetone through the use of water or
alcohols.

Dry acetone (<0.1% H,0) and [C2mim][OAc] (<0.3%
H,0) are miscible, but acetone containing only 1% water
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reduces [C2mim|[OAc] solubility to less than 0.05%. This
level of water is rapidly picked up by either the I or by
solvents on atmospheric exposure. Ethanol and other alcohols
are good co-solvents for this system, restoring the solution to
a single-phase state when added in similar quantities to the
amount of water present. This phase-switchable quaternary
system of IL-water-ketone-alcohol provides a very sensitive
and convenient means of controlling separations, and may be
a general property of hydrophilic ILs. Cyclic and acyclic
ketones with 3-6 carbon atoms and alcohols with 1-4 carbon
atoms also demonstrate this behavior with only minor difter-
ences (data not shown). 1-ethyl-3-methylimidazolium chlo-
ride [C2mim] [Cl] also has similar behavior, at least for the
higher molecular weight ketones with boiling points above
the 79° C. melting point of [C2mim] [Cl] (data not shown).
We have titrated water and ethanol against each other to
repeatedly alternate between a single and two-phase system
to ethanol concentrations greater than 20% by weight in the
[C2mim] [OAc] system, demonstrating the flexibility of this
switchable solvent system over a range compositions.

Referring to FIG. 14, alcohols present in the combined
precipitation and wash liquids maintain the IL solution in a
single-phase, and must be removed prior to recovery of other
IL solutes. Distillation is the initial step in the IL recovery
process and is needed to remove acetone and alcohols from
the IL but can leave water with the IL to induce a phase
separation that is required in the next process step. The recy-
cling of precipitation and wash solvents by distillation from
the ionic liquid, colored orange in FIG. 14, may be the most
energy intensive operation in our proposed pretreatment pro-
cess because of the large solvent volumes encountered that
are required for maximizing recovery of the expensive IL.

With the alcohols removed by distillation, the addition of
acetone causes the IL solution to form a second phase that
facilitates extraction of non-polar substances with additional
acetone. NMR analysis of this extract, the aliphatic-rich prod-
uct in FIG. 14, suggests that it contains relatively low quan-
tities of aromatics relative to saturated hydrocarbons (data not
shown). Addition of water to the acetone extract results in the
nearly complete removal of residual IL to a higher density
second liquid phase but leaves non-polar substances in the
upper, acetone-rich phase.

The solutes remaining in the IL. are concentrated by
extracting the IL. with acetone containing a few percent alco-
hol, the alcohol increasing the solubility of the IL., water, and
solutes in the upper acetone phase, but to a different degree.
2-propanol was chosen for its low polarity and thus low
solubility for sugars®® and acetone insoluble substances
remaining in the IL. The 2-propanol concentration necessary
in the acetone extraction solvent is dependant on the water
content in the IL, influenced by the water content of the
biomass prior to pretreatment, the solvents used for precipi-
tation and washing, and the conditions used for distillation of
the IL. There is a trade-off between alcohol concentration and
lignin recovery, with low alcohol concentrations favoring
better separation of IL and the IL. solutes. Ultimately, the
purity requirement for the successful recycling of 1L, deter-
mine the quantities and number of extraction stages utilizing
acetone and alcohol in this extraction and set a practical limit
on the amount of water that can be left in the IL after distil-
lation of the precipitation and wash solvents. Optimizing
these quantities requires consideration and balancing of the
economic aspects of several unit operations in the recovery
process. 2-propanol could be used to replace the ethanol used
in precipitation and wash stages to reduce the number of
solvents from 3 to 2, at a somewhat higher energy require-
ment for recovery by distillation. Ethanol, however, is too
polar to replace 2-propanol in the separation of lignin and
other solutes from [C2mim] [OAc] and results in very low
yield of recovered materials.
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The viscous liquid remaining after extraction typically
contains significant amounts of IL. Addition of 2-propanol
precipitates a solid product, but the partial solubility of this
product in 2-propanol meant that several processing stages
were required to maximize recovered solids while maintain-
ing a low residual IL. content of the solid products. Com-
pounds remaining in the II. whose concentration could
increase with IL reuse must possess a combination of low
solubility in acetone and high solubility in dilute solutions of
[C2mim][OAc], 2-propanol, and water in acetone.

From our description of the process in FIG. 14 it can be
seen that the sensitivity of [C2mim] [OAc] to water concen-
tration impacts the entire pretreatment process in a complex
and interrelated manner. The water content of a feedstock
prior to pretreatment is known to impact its IL solubility, and
therefore its enzymatic digestibility once pretreated at a given
temperature. Both water content and alcohol type used as
components of precipitation and wash solvents modify the
distribution of carbohydrate and lignin fragments between
the glucan-rich product and the IL prior to recycling, and thus
also potentially influence the enzymatic digestibility or the
concentration of microbial inhibitors in the glucan-rich prod-
uct. The content of solutes, water, and alcohol present in the
1L impact the product of the first IL distillation step, and so
on. Overall, it appears desirable to minimize water content in
the entire process, but this must be weighed against the pro-
cess economics of drying the incoming biomass and solvents
recycled during processing.

Fractionation is a desirable feature in biomass pretreatment
as it offers the potential for isolation of higher value products
from biomass. There are many opportunities for fractionating
biomass components in the process we have described based
on their polarity or solubility in the process solvents and
utilizing the sensitivity of the phase splitting behavior of
[C2mim][OAc]+acetone solutions.

Characteristics of Recovered Corn Stover Fractions and IL

Three products are obtained from the process described in
FIG. 14, with a fourth product obtained in our experiments
from the water wash of one of the initial three products. Table
1 contains a table with characteristics of the main chemical
components of CS that are fractionated among these four
products, and additional details of the chemical compositions
of these products are provided in Table 2.

TABLE 1
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during pretreatment. CS in the glucan-rich product was
recovered with a smaller particle size than the initial CS and
presumably contained a different lignin distribution than
present in the unpretreated CS because of the complete dis-
solution in IL. Because of the extensive washing used, the
glucan-rich product contained less than 0.2% residual IL.on a
dry basis. Additional information on the enzymatic hydroly-
sis, IL. content, composition, and images of CS before and
after IL pretreatment is available in the supplementary infor-
mation. Components of CS that did not dissolve in the IL,
including insoluble inorganics and soil were captured by
filtration and are included in this product fraction.

After an ethanol wash regimen, the glucan-rich product
contained 2.7% (w/w) IL, a level too high for use in our
fermentation experiments. Water washing removed most of
the residual IL, along with 34% of the lignin present in the
glucan-rich product and an unknown quantity of hemicellu-
lose. Reducing the water wash liquids formed the xylan rich
product, but was very energy intensive and is undesirable
from a process standpoint. Developing a wash procedure or
other operation that minimizes solvent and water use while
removing the overwhelming majority of IL. from pretreated
solids remains a significant hurdle to the implementation of a
scaled or economically viable IL, pretreatment process.

Eliminating water as a wash solvent would also permit
drying the pretreated solids to remove the wash solvent as
suggested in FIG. 14, an operation that is much more difficult
with water-wet LBM because of a reduction in surface area,
pore collapse, and reduced enzymatic hydrolysis yield that
result from a process known as ‘hornification’.>*>> Hemicel-
Iulose and free sugars have low solubility in most alcohols
and leaving these with the precipitated biomass reduces
hornification on drying,>® increases the yield of recovered
carbohydrates, and preserve a high enzymatic digestibility of
the pretreated product (data not shown). A dry product at the
end of pretreatment is advantageous because it permits arbi-
trary solids loading or fed-batch operations in downstream
saccharification and fermentation operations and partially
decouples pretreatment from downstream operations both
physically (location) and chemically. We found that the
impact of drying was dependant on the method used, and that
vacuum drying from an ethanol-wet state resulted in an easily
digestible product. Drying from a water-wet state, in either an
atmospheric or vacuum oven reduced the digestibility,

Recovery yields of the primary chemical constituents
of corn stover after ionic liquid pretreatment

Recovered Quantity, g (% of initial component)

Recovered CS EtOH
Fraction Glucan Xylan  Arabinan Lignin Extractives  Unidentified
Glucan-rich product 29 (87) 16(64) 3.1(81) 6.0 (35) 0 9.7
Xylan-rich product — — 2.8(17) 0 12
Lignin-rich product — — 1.0 (5.9) — 1.7
Aliphatic-rich product — — — 1.6 (48) 0
Total recovered 29 (87) 16(64) 3.1(81) 9.8 (58) 1.6 (48) 23
82.9 g total solids recovered (82.8% of initial dry mass)
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The glucan-rich product is has a lignin content 45% lower
than the unpretreated CS and is easily hydrolyzed with com-
mercial enzymes, producing a reducing sugar concentration
over 100% on an initial glucan basis without added xylanase
in 48 hours utilizing a relatively low cellulase loading of 3.5
FPU/g. An absence of recognizable plant fiber in the regen-
erated product suggest that the CS was completely dissolved

65

although freeze-drying could remove water without signifi-
cantly impacting saccharification performance. Our observa-
tions are consistent with results reported on the preparation of
high surface area cellulose aerogels or foams by regeneration
from a solvent solution, in that drying from a solvent solution,
solvent displacement, or freeze drying is needed to prevent
poor collapse and an increase in density during drying.
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The lignin-rich product recovered during IL has different
solubility characteristics than native lignin. It has a high solu-
bility in water and alcohol, suggesting extensive chemical
modification or decrease in molecular weight result from 1L,
pretreatment. The aliphatic-rich product obtained from the
acetone extraction of [C2mim] [OAc] in the recycling process
is insoluble in water, but is mostly soluble in hexane. The
chemical composition of this greasy, brown, semisolid prod-
uct is unclear, but 'H NMR suggests substantial amounts of
aliphatic hydrocarbons are present (data not shown), consis-
tent with the complex mixture of fatty acids, long-chain ali-
phatic alcohols, sterols, terpenes, aromatics, triglycerides,
waxes, and protein present in the alcohol extracts of many
plants.>®-? It has been shown that approximately half of etha-
nol extractives from CS measure as Klason lignin using stan-
dard testing protocols,®° but further fractionation of this IL
extract may provide a source of higher value plant lipids
different from condensed polymeric ‘lignin’ that can result
from more severe pretreatment processes or lignin quantifi-
cation protocols utilizing acids at high temperatures. These
substances may be desirable from a biorefinery perspective as
a an additional high-value product stream and source for plant
extractives.

The ionic liquid recovered from the recycling process we
have described is much darker in color and contains different
contaminants than the IL prior to use. The 'HNMR spectra of
[C2mim][OAc] prior to use and after recovery is shown in
FIG. 15. A table of chemical shifts for the as-received and
recycled IL is available in the supplementary information.
While 'H NMR typically has a sensitivity of approximately
1%,% both the as-received and recycled IL have impurity
concentrations near this level and impurity peaks can be eas-
ily detected with our equipment. After recycling, all of the
original impurities present in the IL are either not detected or
are at greatly reduced levels. Many new impurity peaks are
present in the IL. spectra, in regions consistent with both
carbohydrates and lignin. The dominant impurity in our
recycled IL is water. It is possible to remove water from
[C2mim][OAc] by vacuum distillation,’* but apparently not
atthe rough vacuum levels available at our vacuum oven (base
pressure approximately 100 mbar). The water content of the
recycled IL shifts the IL spectral positions relative to the dry
(<0.2% water specified) as-received I, and shows up as a
relatively broad peak at 8, 6.25 ppm. As mentioned previ-
ously, the impurity content (other than water) of IL recycled
in our process is influenced by the water content and extrac-
tion conditions used during recycling, and these parameters
were not optimized for maximizing IL. purity in our experi-
ments.

The work by Sun, et. al.'® may contain the most compa-
rable experimental data to what we present here. In their
work, [C2mim] [OAc] was used to treat pine and oak powders
and some lignin was recovered through the use of an acetone+
water precipitation and wash solvent system. Evaporating the
acetone from the recovered liquids and adding acid each led
to the recovery of a portion of the lignin contained in the
original biomass. Relative to their work we have used 2x
higher biomass loading in the IL, processed for <14™ the time,
used <4 the precipitation solvent volume, and recovered
considerably higher total carbohydrates (>77.4% vs. 59%).
The fraction of lignin we recover is less that that recovered by
Sun, et. al. (58% vs. 69%), however we have also collected a
separate fraction rich in saturated hydrocarbons and charac-
terized the IL content of all of our extracts, which was not in
the previous study and could lead to overestimates of recov-
ered mass. On a total solids basis, we recovered 83% of the
initial dry mass and 89% of the initial IL, vs. 62% solids and
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no IL recovery in the previous work. Additionally, no acid or
other catalysts were used in the process that we describe,
while Sun, et. al. acidified their IL to precipitate a fraction of
the recovered lignin, a practice that they admit would pose a
problem for further recycling of the IL. Finally, the process
described by Sun, et. al. does not appear capable of removing
carbohydrate monomers and short oligomers from the IL
solution, and these substances can account for more than 5%
of the dry weight of biomass such as switchgrass,®® while the
process we have described removes essentially all carbohy-
drates from [C2mim|[OAc] because of their low solubility in
organic solvents such as acetone and light alcohols. This is an
important consideration for the recycling of ILs in a practical
pretreatment process.

The IL-ketone-alcohol-water phase-splitting process we
have described for concentration or fractionation of biomass
solutes from [C2mim] [OAc] has application beyond the pre-
treatment of LBM as described here. Although our investiga-
tions have not included the in situ depolymerization of glucan
and xylans to monomer sugars, the same process could be
applied to recover monomer sugars or other materials from an
IL, or for purification of ILs for other uses. Many other
separations can be envisioned utilizing this solvent system or
any other where the difference in interaction strengths
between solvent and IL that lead to solvent displacement and
a corresponding change in polarity are large enough to induce
phase separation, including perhaps the concentration or
separation of miscible ILs and their solutes from one another.

One open question is whether or not there are compounds
that are not efficiently separated from ILs by the recycling
process we have described that build up with use to levels that
impact 1L performance. Additional experiments are under-
way to characterize the IL solutes that are inefficiently
removed and their impact on pretreatment efficacy during
re-use of the ionic liquid for LBM pretreatment.
Conclusions

In conclusion, we have described a solvent composition
with an optimum molar ratio of acetone:alcohol:1L.::4-6:1:1
that does not result in the formation of gel phases during
precipitation of biomass from IL solutions, but note that a
50:50 molar ratio of acetone and ethanol could be useful in
other applications where gel formation from cellulose solu-
tions in IL is a desired outcome. We have found that alcohols
are more effective at reducing the IL. content of precipitated
LBM by washing than the acetone containing precipitation
solvent, and that a combination of ethanol and water wash
regimens is capable of reducing residual I content in pre-
treated corn stover to less than 0.2% (w/w). Recycling of the
large volumes of wash solvent necessary to reduce IL. content
in precipitated biomass to low levels appears to be the most
energy intensive operation in an IL pretreatment process. The
recovery of a 77% of the carbohydrates present in corn stover
as an easily hydrolyzed glucan-rich pretreatment product was
demonstrated at the 100 gram batch scale, and two additional
products were recovered from the used ionic liquid in a recy-
cling process that resulted in impurity levels comparable to
the initial IL prior to use, with the exception of water. The
large number of adjustable parameters in the I, recycling
process suggest that higher recycling efficiencies and yields
are possible through process optimization.

EXPERIMENTAL

Chemicals. The ionic liquid (IL) 1-ethyl-3-methylimida-
zolium acetate, [C2mim|[OAc] was purchased (Sigma-Ald-
rich #51053, BASF, =90%, Basionic™ BCO01) with a typical
lot specifications of >95% purity (‘H NMR), water content
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<0.3% (Karl Fischer) and used as received. Acetone was
HPLC grade with specified water content =0.1% (Sigma-
Aldrich #34850) and all other chemicals were reagent grade
or better. Microcrystalline cellulose (MCC) was Avicel®
PH-101 (Fluka #11365), used as received with a moisture
content of 4.2 wt % measured as weight loss after drying to
constant weight at 105° C.

Biomass. Corn stover (CS) was generously supplied by
Drs. Bruce Dale and Venkatesh Balan at Michigan State Uni-

versity in knife-milled form that passed a 4 mm screen and 10

included compositional information determined by analysis
following established analytical protocols.** The CS con-
tained 5.0% moisture just before use and after drying for 24
hours in a convection oven at 45° C. Complete CS composi-
tional information is provided in Table 2. CS moisture con-
tents were determined with an automatic moisture analyzer
(Model HB 43-S, Mettler Toledo) utilizing a 10-minute 105°
C. constant temperature program.

TABLE 2
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continuous stirring, resulting in the complete dissolution of
the MCC. 504.52 g of this mixture was later mixed with a
mixture of 585.45 g acetone and 80.77 g methanol (to give an
overall molar composition IL:Acetone:Methanol::1:4:1) to
precipitate cellulose and homogenized with a laboratory
rotor/stator high speed dispersion system (IKA Works, Wilm-
ington N.C., Ultraturrax T-25, S-25-N-25G dispersion head,
17,500 rpm for 2 minutes). The thick slurry was pressure
filtered over polypropylene filter cloth (#8941, Micronics) at
12 psi in a 1.5-liter reservoir pressure filter system (Model
KST 142, Advantec MSF Inc.). Filtration was rapid, complet-
ing in less than 5 minutes and resulted in a powdery, compact
filter cake that was easily dispersed and filtered during addi-
tional washing steps to reduce IL content. The filter cake
produced following the initial precipitation operation.

Corn Stover Dissolution, Precipitation, and Washing. Corn
stover (CS, 105.14 g, 5.0% moisture, 9.43 dry weight-%) was
added to 959.34 g [C2mim][OAc] at 27° C. in a 1-liter glass

Composition of corn stover and pretreated corn stover product fractions obtained
from pretreatment with 1-ethyl-3-methylimidazolium acetate for 3 hours at 140°
C. and subsequent recycling of the ionic liquid as described herein.

L
Percent, Extractives-Free Basis % Ethanol % Water  Content
Glucan Xylan  Arabinan Lignin Ash  Extractives  Extractives %
Corn Stover (CS) 334 24.8 3.8 17.2 3.6 33 7.1 —
CS glucan-rich product A} — — — 11.3 — — 18.9% 2.7
CS glucan-rich product B} 45.8 25 4.8 9.5 — — — 0.17
CS xylan-rich product} — — — 19.2 — 13.7
CS lignin-rich product — — — 37.6 — — — —
CS aliphatic-rich product 0% 0* 0% — — — — —

‘—’ = Not Analyzed,

*= estimated from HI HMR

1CS glucan-rich product B is CS glucan-rich product A after water washing

+CS xylan-rich product is the same as the CS glucan-rich product A water extractives

Cellulose Dissolution and Precipitation Experiments. Two
solutions of Avicel PH-101 MCC were prepared. For the first
solution, used for precipitation experiments, a mixture with
an overall composition of 76.9% [C2mim][OAc], 19.2%
acetone, 3.7% Avicel MCC, and 0.2% moisture was obtained
by mixing the MCC (4.2% moisture) with acetone, and then
adding the well mixed slurry to the IL. with stiffing. This
mixture was stirred magnetically in a sealed 1 liter bottle
placed on a hotplatef/stirrer set to 35° C. for 2 weeks, resulting
in a homogeneous, transparent cellulose solution. 1-2 ml of
this solution was added to 13x100 mm screw-capped test
tubes along with various mixtures and quantities of anhy-
drous acetone and ethanol, or in some cases other ketones and
alcohols to give a desired overall composition, and then
mixed by manually shaking. The characteristics of the pre-
cipitated cellulose or of the different solid or liquid phases
present were visually inspected and noted. From these obser-
vations, a plot of precipitated cellulose characteristics as a
function of ternary I[-ketone-alcohol composition was con-
structed and is presented in FI1G. 2. The water content of these
mixtures is not included in the ternary diagram, and was not
measured, however atmospheric exposure was minimized to
reduce moisture absorption from the ambient by the very
hygroscopic 1L and organic solvents.

1160 g of a second solution containing 15.5% Avicel
PH-101 MCC (moisture content: 4.2%), and 84.5% [C2mim]|
[OAc] was prepared in a stirred 1 liter glass reaction vessel
with a nitrogen purge and heating mantle. The mixture of
MCC and [C2mim][OAc] was heated to 80 C for 3 hours with
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reaction flask equipped with an electronically controlled
heating mantle, thermocouple probe, continuous nitrogen
purge, condenser with distillate take-off, and stiffing system
with a 76 mm turbine impeller and stiffing torque monitor.
Temperature of the ionic liquid slurry was ramped 140° C.
and held for three hours with continuous stirring before cool-
ing to below 60° C.

The warm, very viscous ionic liquid solution was trans-
ferred in two equal aliquots to two 1-liter glass bottles for ease
ot handling and mixing. To each bottle, half of a precipitation
solvent solution consisting of 1 mole alcohol/mole [C2mim]
[OAc] plus 6 moles acetone/mole [C2mim][OAc] was added
(1964 g acetone+260 g anhydrous ethanol). A high-speed
rotor/stator dispersing system (IKA Works, Ultraturrax T-25,
S-25-N-25G dispersion head, 17,500 rpm for 2 minutes) was
used to mix the viscous IL+CS solution with the low viscosity
solvent, resulting in a homogenous slurry of precipitated
material. Each bottle of slurry was pressure filtered over
polypropylene filter cloth (#8941, Micronics) at 12 psi in a
1.5-liter reservoir pressure filter system (Model KST 142,
Advantec MSF Inc.). Filtration was rapid, completing in less
than 5 minutes and resulted in a dense (21% solids), compact
filter cake. Filter cakes were returned to 1-liter bottles and
combined with 519.5 g of absolute ethanol (1039 g total), and
dispersed and filtered as before. This ethanol wash process
was repeated an additional 5 times, and the combined liquids
from precipitation and ethanol wash operations combined
and stored for recovery of the IL and remaining solutes.
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To maximize the quantity of I, extracted from the pre-
treated CS solids, an additional water wash regimen was
performed. To the ethanol wet pretreated CS solids from the
previous operation, a total of 1039 g of water was added, the
filter cakes dispersed, and the solids separated from the lig-
uids by centrifugation (1200 RPM for 20 minutes, Beckman
Coulter Avanti T-25). A total of 8 water washes were per-
formed in this manner, with the liquids combined at the end of
the operation. Centrifugation was used for solid/liquid sepa-
rations for the water washes because of impractically long
filtration times experienced during attempts to utilize the
same filtration system used in the ethanol wash process for the
water-wet material (>20 hours). The combined water washes
were reduced in volume by evaporation in a convection oven
at 65° C. to a solids content of 4.5%, and the IL and lignin
contents determined. The water-washed slurry of pretreated
CS (6.9% solids), was freeze dried (Labconco FreeZone 12)
prior to analysis and saccharification experiments.

Separation and Recovery of I, and IL Solutes. The process
used to recycle the IL and recover the remaining solutes from
the pretreatment of corn stover generally follows the diagram
in FIG. 14. The deviation in our methods from the proposed
process in FIG. 14 were to accommodate the processing of a
single batch at a time utilizing only common laboratory glass-
ware and equipment and the absence of a requirement to
recover the solvents used at such a small scale.

Briefly, liquid portions collected from the CS precipitation
and ethanol washing steps were combined and distilled at
atmospheric pressure under nitrogen to remove acetone, and
most of the alcohol (Distillation Column A in FIG. 14). The
remaining liquid was extracted with 4 aliquots of 400 mL of
dry acetone (Extraction Solvent A in FIG. 14) to remove
oleophillic substances and some of the IL. from the remaining
liquid. This first extractant was transferred to a 2-liter sepa-
ratory funnel and 100 ml water added to cause a second, lower
phase to form containing nearly all of the IL dissolved in the
acetone extractant. The upper layer, containing acetone and
non-polar substances was reduced in volume by distillation,
and then dried in a vacuum oven to give a brown, greasy
semi-solid containing approximately 2% of the original CS
dry weight, the Aliphatic-Rich Product in FIG. 14.

A second extraction of the remaining ionic liquid from
Distillation Column A in FIG. 14 was performed with 5
aliquots of 400 mL of a mixture of acetone+4% anhydrous
2-propanol, leaving a viscous black liquid. The first (acetone)
and second (acetone+2-propanol) extracts were combined
and reduced in volume by distillation, and then dried at 115°
C. in a vacuum oven for 12 hours to yield 89% of the original
1L mass. The extracted viscous black liquid was rinsed out of
the separatory funnels with a minimum of 2-propanol (ap-
proximately 20 ml) and centrifuged to separate precipitated
solids. These solid were washed with 3x20 ml of additional
2-propanol and set aside. The 2-propanol wash liquids were
combined, concentrated at 40° C. under vacuum and addi-
tional material precipitated by the addition of a few mL of
2-propanol. This precipitate was washed 3 times with a mini-
mum of 2-propanol, and again concentrated under vacuum.
The process of precipitation, centrifugation, and washing was
repeated a total of 4 times, at diminishing volumes and yield-
ing decreasing amounts of solid precipitate. The precipitated
solids were combined and dried under vacuum at 40° C. to
yield a brown powder with approximately 4% of the original
CS dry weight, indicated as the Lignin-Rich Product in FIG.
14.

Composition of Pretreated Corn Stover. CS structural car-
bohydrate content after I pretreatment, including cellulose,
xylan, arabinan, and galactan, were determined after a two-
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step acid hydrolysis performed according to established ana-
Iytical procedures.®* Carbohydrates were analyzed by
HPAEC (Dionex ICS-3000) equipped with an electrochemi-
cal detector and a 4x250 mm CarboPac PA20 analytical col-
umn (Dionex).® Elution was initiated with 97.2% (v/v) water
and 2.8% (v/v) 1 M NaOH for first 15 min, with 20 pl
injection volume. Elute concentration was then switched to
55.0% (v/v) water and 45.0% (v/v) 1 M NaOH for next 20 min
and returned to 97.2% (v/v) water and 2.8% (v/v) 1M NaOH
forthe last 10 min to equilibrate the column. The flow rate was
0.5 mL/min.

The lignin content of pretreated CS and the lignin-rich 1L,
extract was determined with a modified acetyl bromide
method.®® Biomass powder (5 mg) was treated with 25%
(w/w) acetyl bromide in glacial acetic acid (0.2 mL). The
tubes were sealed and incubated at 50° C. for 2 h at 1050 rpm
on a thermomixer (SI-1200, Scientific Industries, Inc.). After
digestion, the solutions were diluted with three volumes of
acetic acid, and 0.1 mL was transferred to 15 mL centrifuge
tubes with addition of another 0.5 mL acetic acid. The solu-
tions were mixed well, and then 0.3 M sodium hydroxide (0.3
ml) and 0.5 M hydroxylamine hydrochloride (0.1 mL) were
added. The final volume was increased to 2 ml. by addition of
acetic acid and UV spectra of solutions were measured
against a blank prepared using the same method. Lignin con-
tent was determined by absorbance at 280 nm utilizing an
extinction coefficient of 17.747 L g! cm™.%"

Enzymatic Hydrolysis. Enzymatic hydrolysis of freeze-
dried pretreated biomass was carried out at 50° C. and 150
rpm in a reciprocating shaker. For pretreated CS, a glucan
loading of 30 g/LL deionized water was used for saccharifica-
tion (6.57% CS solids). A total batch volume of 30 mL. was
used with a cellulase (Novozymes, NS50013, 70 FPU/g) con-
centration of 50 mg protein/g glucan and f-glucosidase (No-
vozymes, NS50010, 250 egu/g) concentration of 5 mg pro-
tein/g glucan. The reaction was monitored by withdrawing
100 pL samples at specific time intervals, followed by cen-
trifugation at 10,000 g for 5 minutes and measuring reducing
sugar content by DNS assay using D-glucose as a standard.®®
All assays were performed in duplicate.

Measurement of IL. Content. [C2mim] [OAc] content in
enzyme hydrolyzed CS was quantified by HPLC/MS (ref)
(model 1100 LC/MSD Quad SL, Agilent Technologies Inc.)
using a Zorbax Eclipse Plus C8 reverse phase column (150x
4.6 mm, 3.5 um particle size; Agilent Technologies Inc.). The
elution was performed via isocratic elution of a mobile phase
consisting of 20 mM ammonium acetate and 0.2% formic
acid in an acetonitrile/water solution (20:80 v/v %). All sol-
vents were HPLC grade purity (Honeywell Burdick & Jack-
son). The flow-rate and temperature were maintained at 0.5
ml/min and 35° C., respectively. The [C2mim] cation was
detected using pneumatically assisted electrospray in positive
scan and SIM mode with a dwell time of 600 msec. The mass
spectrometer parameters were: 4 kV capillary voltage, 10
L/min drying gas flow-rate, 20 psi nebulizer pressure, and
300° C. drying gas temperature.

NMR Spectroscopy. 'H NMR spectra was acquired on a
Bruker Advance 600 MHz spectrometer equipped with a TCI
Cryoprobe. Samples were prepared by adding 13% w/w
DMSO-d6 to approximately 1 ml of as-received and recycled
[C2mim] [OAc] in 5 mm sample tubes and mixed thoroughly.
A 45 minute spectra consisting of 256 scans of 4096 points
was collected with a relaxation delay of 10 seconds at 33° C.
DMSO at §,,2.49 ppm was used as an internal standard.
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While the present invention has been described with refer-
ence to the specific embodiments thereof, it should be under-
stood by those skilled in the art that various changes may be
made and equivalents may be substituted without departing
from the true spirit and scope of the invention. In addition,
many modifications may be made to adapt a particular situa-
tion, material, composition of matter, process, process step or
steps, to the objective, spirit and scope of the present inven-
tion. All such modifications are intended to be within the
scope of the claims appended hereto.

What is claimed is:

1. A composition comprising (a) a first liquid phase com-
prising a water-miscible ionic liquid (IL), a ketone, and a
biomass, lignin, cellulose, or lignocellulosic biomass (LBM);
and (b) a solid or second liquid phase comprising an alcohol;
wherein the composition has a molar ratio X:Y:Z:: ketone: the
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alcohol: the 1L, wherein the molar ratio X:Y:Z is defined by
the area labeled “Porous Solid+Liquid” in FIG. 3.

2. The composition of claim 1, wherein the IL is 1-alkyl-
3-alkylimidazolium alkanate, 1-alkyl-3-alkylimidazolium
alkylsulfate, 1-alkyl-3-alkylimidazolium methylsulfonate,
1-alkyl-3-alkylimidazolium hydrogensulfate, 1-alkyl-3-
alkylimidazolium thiocyanate, and 1-alkyl-3-alkylimidazo-
lium halide, wherein “alkyl” is an alkyl group comprising
from 1 to 10 carbon atoms, and “alkanate” is an alkanate
comprising from 1 to 10 carbon atoms.

3. The composition of claim 1, wherein the IL is 1-ethyl-
3-methylimidazolium acetate (EMIN Acetate), 1-ethyl-3-
methylimidazolium chloride (EMIN Cl), 1-ethyl-3-meth-
ylimidazolium hydrogensulfate (EMIM HOSO3), 1-ethyl-3-
methylimidazolium methylsulfate (EMIM MeOSO3),
1-ethyl-3-methylimidazolium ethylsulfate (EMIM EtOSO3),
1-ethyl-3-methylimidazolium methanesulfonate (EMIM
MeSO3), 1-ethyl-3-methylimidazolium tetrachloroalumi-
nate (EMIM AICl4), 1-ethyl-3-methylimidazolium thiocyan-
ate (EMIM SCN), 1-butyl-3-methylimidazolium acetate
(BMIM  Acetate), 1-butyl-3-methylimidazolium chloride
(BMIM Cl), 1-butyl-3-methylimidazolium hydrogensulfate
(BMIM HOSO3), 1-butyl-3-methylimidazolium methane-
sulfonate (BMIM MeSO3), 1-butyl-3-methylimidazolium
methylsulfate (BMIM MeOSO3), 1-butyl-3-methylimidazo-
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lium tetrachloroaluminate (BMIM AICl4), 1-butyl-3-meth-
ylimidazolium thiocyanate (BMIM SCN), 1-ethyl-2,3-dim-
ethylimidazolium ethylsulfate (EDIM EtOSO3), Tris(2-
hydroxyethyl)methylammonium methylsulfate (MTEOA
MeOS03), 1-methylimidazolium chloride (MIM Cl), 1-me-
thylimidazolium hydrogensulfate (MIM HOSO3), 1,2,4-tri-
methylpyrazolium methylsulfate, tributylmethylammonium
methylsulfate, choline acetate, or choline salicylate.

4. The composition of claim 1, wherein the ketone is
acetone, dimethyl ketone, methyl-ethyl ketone, diethyl
ketone, or a mixture thereof.

5. The composition of claim 4, wherein the ketone is
acetone.

6. The composition of claim 1, wherein the alcohol is
methanol, ethanol, propanol, butanol, or a mixture thereof.

7. The composition of claim 6, wherein the alcohol is
ethanol.

8. The composition of claim 1, wherein the molar ratio
X:Y:Z is about X>3, 0.8<Y<1.2, and Z=1.

9. The composition of claim 8, wherein the molar ratio
X:Y:Z is about 3.3=X<8,Y=~1, and Z=1.

10. The composition of claim 9, wherein the molar ratio
X:Y:Z is about 4=X<6,Y=1, and Z=1.
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